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The beauty in diversity
Students' hands-on exhibit work offers window into cultural diversity
BY KELLEY FREUN D ('07)

P

rofessor of Art and Art History Aderonke Adesanya was eager to give her students opportunities
to explore the diverse traditions found in African
dress and culture - she just needed the resources
to bring her idea to life.
That's where JMU's Innovative Diversity Efforts
Award program provided her both resources and a platform
to give students hands-on learning opportunities in cultural
diversity. JMU IDEA grants provide funds to students, professors and staff members who want to enrich the diversity of
campus. Adesanya's idea? To have her ARTH 491 Exhibition
Seminar students assist her in creating the exhibition Dress and
Identity in African Cultures. Adesanya applied for, and won, an
IDEA grant. "This grant was the launch pad," she says. "It was
pivotal to what we did."
The $4,000 grant may have been a launch pad, but the work
was not done. More funding was needed. Adesanya sent proposals
to the JMU Office oflnternational Programs and the Center for
Faculty Innovation. Various other units contributed, and enough
money was eventually raised to fund the exhibit. Then it became a
question of what resources were on hand for the project. Adesanya
had to take into account what JMU had available and what needed
to be brought in. She made numerous trips to request items from
donors - not just the display pieces for the exhibit, but also essential items like mannequins. She traveled Washington, D.C., Austin, Texas, and Baltimore to obtain items from an African textiles
collector and to request other relevant resources.
The subject of the class, and the exhibit, was very important
to Adesanya. She wanted people to see firsthand how rich and
diverse traditions of Africa are reflected in their dress forms.
There are major regional differences in Africa's dress traditions: dress is used as a reflection of religion, sexuality, gender and leadership as well as an index of transition. Students
sought to determine what constitutes dress in Africa, how it
embodies identity and the types of identities signified by African dress. Their task led to an integrated approach incorporating discussions, digital storytelling, writing assignments and
creating the exhibition as the concluding event of the class.
"We surveyed the continent, taking samples from all four
compass points," says Adesanya. "We conducted class exercises
and carried out research on some of the traditions. These cul-
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But there was another reward - Adesanya
feels the experience was very insightful for her
students.
"They saw people (not only Africans) and
identities as onions that you keep peeling
to reveal yet another layer. Through their
individual studies and group collaborations, students acquired new skills, and
took great strides in increasing their
awareness of and care for other cultures.
They have also promoted the diversity culture of JMU. At JMU there is
a growing effort to nurture diverse
traditions and welcome students of
different cultures. JMU has that
spirit of multiculturalism." ffi
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